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Now & Then in Ripon ... Looking back with the Ripon Historical Society

Former Ripon pastor patented steam fire-proof safe
This is the third article in a 

series documenting inventions 
by Ripon residents that were 
approved by the U.S. Patent 
Office in Washington, D.C.

Riponites who applied for 
patents were not just inven-
tors. Most owned and operated 
businesses for their everyday 
income. 

Rufus S. Sanborn (1820-
1877) was born in Massachu-
setts and lived in Vermont 
before arriving in Ripon to 
organize and become the pas-
tor of the First Universalist 
Church in March 1863. 

Although the Ripon His-
torical Society does not know 
specifically where Sanborn, 
along with his wife, Emily, 
and four children lived, it was 
listed as dwelling No. 61 in 
early Ripon. 

Sanborn was advised by 
Ripon resident and former 
Wisconsin Territorial Gov. 
John Scott Horner (1802-1883)
where to build the church. 

At that time, Horner owned 
a large square of land which 
became the commercial district 
of Ripon. Sanborn established 
the Universalist Church where 
Ripon Community Church 

was located at 155 State St., 
and  Sanborn served as pastor 
from 1864-1866 at a salary of 
$800 annually (the equivalent 
of $15,052.58 in 2023).  

Sanborn also served on the 

Ripon Building Commission.  
On Feb. 28, 1867, San-

born resigned as pastor of the 
church he established. This 
was due to the fact that he 
wanted to change the name of 
the church from “Universalist” 
to become “Unitarian” church 
without seeking others’ input. 

His resignation was unani-
mously accepted with a state-
ment that “we are satisfied that 
Mr. Sanborn has done as much 
as any man could have done in 
building up a liberal society 
and also building our beautiful 
church edifice, with resolution 
endorsing the action of chang-
ing the name from Universalist 
to Unitarian.”  

Sanborn then appears in 
the 1870 U.S. Federal Census 
as “a retired pastor,” living in 
the area of Rockford. Ill., and 
is listed in 1877 as having died 
in Elgin, Ill. 

During his short time living 
in Ripon, and while working as 

a pastor, Sanborn in July 1866 
was granted a U.S. Patent for 
an improvement concept and 
design for personal safes. 

His invention included an 
inner l ining of concentric 
circles made of metal techni-
cally described as air spaces, 
that also could hold containers 
of water that is heated during 
a potential fire, would turn to 
steam and preserve whatever 
was inside the safe from burn-
ing. 

The descriptor for the con-
cept, design, testing via actual 
fires and eventual manufac-
tured product is listed as a 
“fireproof safe.”

The patent submission is 
witnessed and signed by then 
Riponites E.B. Pride (1821-
1889), a 20-year justice of the 
peace, and A.C. Nye (1894-
1919), a farmer. 

The Ripon Historical So-
ciety is the oldest continually 
operating historical society in 
Wisconsin. It is open Fridays 
and Saturdays 10 a.m. to 1 p.m.

For more information fol-
low it at Facebook/riponhis-
tory or www.riponhistory.org.

AN ADVERTISING RENDERING shows the double-door version of Sanborn’s Steam Fire-Proof 
Safe.                                submitted photo

AN ADVERTISEMENT CALLS Rufus S. Sanborn’s Steam Fire-
Proof safe “The Best Safe in the World.”      submitted photo

A BROCHURE FROM 1866-67 
advertises Rufus S. Sanborn’s 
Steam Fire-Proof Safe as one of 
the “Greatest Inventions of the 
age.”     submitted photo

THIS DR AWING of  the 
fireproof safe was included in 
Rufus S. Sanborn’s application 
to the United States Patent 
Office.     submitted photo
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